A SHORTER HISTORY OF ENGLAND
—being dispossessed of property and failing, or unable, to obtain
sufficient wages.  Being administered by parishes (in the country
small, familiar units) and by neighbours, the old Poor Law
though in the hands of the wealthy class—the local magistrates
—followed the rules of Christian tradition.   A Christian family
was in peril of starvation—money must be provided for them
to provide at least for their minimum needs.    It had best be
found by almsgiving, but when the destitution is widespread it
can only be found by organized public action.   When agricul-
tural distress had become acute with the enclosures of the
commons and the very high prices of food during the Napoleonic
wars the Poor Law had still been administered upon the old
principle, and had necessarily come into contact with the realities
of capitalist exploitation.   A man was getting so much a week in
wages.   He had a wife and five children too young to wort
He got no more under the  capitalist system of competitive
wages  than  his  brother who was  unmarried.   Naturally a
domestic and parochial system of relief, if it finds that a man
cannot support his family on a wage, supplements that wage,
and sees to it that there is at least enough to keep the wife and
children alive as well as the man.
But, under capitalism, if you supplement the wages of a poor
man you are subsidizing the capitalist who employs him—there
would be no end to such a process. In theory it might continue
until the capitalist was paying zero wages and the whole burden
of keeping labour alive fell upon the parish, while all the pro-
duct of labour went to the owner of the land and of the agricultural
implements, stores, etc.—a member of the capitalist class. At
the same time relief in this form, under the old Christian
traditions of maintaining family independence and providing
human livelihood, weakened one of the mainsprings of capitalist
action; for if men are to be made to work for the profit of
others they must do so under the fear of some penalty following
on refusal. A slave can be directly coerced, but a free man can
be only indirectly coerced by the threat of starvation. But
there is no such danger or threat if he knows that, in any case,
the community will support him or make up deficiencies in what
he receives.
All this made the old administration of the Poor Law un-
workable, if England were to continue in the new highly pn>-
ductive and intense capitalist activity upon which she was bow
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